missing, despite wood properties being a major focus of biotechnological research in trees, and notwithstanding the world's leading group being based at North Carolina State University. Wood production for non-industrial uses rates only a figure and passing mention in the concluding paragraphs, despite representing half the world total. Although this is not an unreasonable reflection of the literature, mention of that preliminary work which has been reported would have promoted awareness of it and its importance. There is some inattention to citation detail, perhaps of the publisher's rather than the authors' making. Similarly, expression and grammar seem haphazard through much of the text (for example, on p. 146: 'Fiber diameter and wall thickness are reasonably strongly inherited, but since they are closely allied to specific gravity, separate genetic breeding is rarely applied for them.'). The style of writing often seems disjointed, and sometimes appears to be directed at first-year undergraduates rather than at a more mature audience (for example, on p. 47, where we are hectored in capitalized and italicized type, 'as a WARNING to anyone contemplating improving wood genetically, how complex the situation is and how much care is needed in selecting the wood properties.'). It is in the latter respect, offering synthesis, that I found the book most disappointing. Admittedly, the authors' introductory caveats, of the inconsistent quality of information, of its often contradictory implications, and of the controversy and difficulty associated with its interpretation, are fair comment -but both students and others coming to Genetics of Wood Production will hope to emerge with a more coherent understanding of the subject area than I fear they will gain from reading this book.
Notwithstanding, Genetics of Wood Production remains an invaluable source of information about variation in the properties of wood that affect its industrial use. I shall refer my students to it for that, and as an example of the standard of writing their literature reviews should surpass after the first revision. The Contents pages of both books are more or less identical, and it is quite hard at first to spot any differences. In Essentials of Genetics, Chapter 1 provides an 'Introduction to Genetics' and Chapters 2-8 cover 'Heredity and Phenotype'. In Concepts of Genetics, Chapter 1 provides an 'Introduction to Genetics', whereas 'Heredity and Phenotype' is covered in Chapters 2-7. Moreover, the detailed contents and sub-headings are virtually identical. The same comparison could be applied to all of the other topics covered in the two books, although I shall spare readers the detail. Suffice it to say that Essentials of Genetics manages to cover the ground in 22 chapters, whereas Concepts of Genetics requires 25.
The authors claim, quite correctly, that Essentials of Genetics is shorter than Concepts of Genetics by almost 300 pages. However, when they say that this is achieved by focusing on the CONCEPTS of Genetics, you begin to realise my difficulty in defining separate roles for these two books. Apart from leaving out some detail, which they must have done to decrease the overall length, the content of the two books is remarkably similar.
Are there any advantages to Essentials of Genetics? The answer here is yes, although not for the reasons outlined by the authors. They claim that Essentials has a revised chapter organisation to provide a smoother flow to the text. However, the only real changes seem to be the earlier introduction of 'Quantitative Genetics' and the delayed consideration of 'Cloning' and 'Recombinant DNA Technology'. This minor reorganization, in my view, makes a trivial difference. The aspects of Essentials of Genetics which are more useful are threefold. First, and by far the most important, the book is necessarily more up-to-date. In such a fast moving subject, this makes more difference than anything else. The fourth edition of Concepts of Genetics was published in 1994 and parts of it are becoming a little dated. Thus, we find that Essentials of Genetics has more recent information on gene regulation, human genetics, gene therapy, cancer, immunology, development, behaviour and the application of recombinant DNA technology. Secondly, Essentials of Genetics includes ten short essays on scientific and social aspects of Genetics, which I found interesting and informative.
However, many of the ideas raised were also included in Concepts of Genetics. Finally, Essentials of Genetics has more problems and answers for students to tackle and some nicer diagrams and photographs. Do these differences justify two separate books? I don't think that they do. They are so similar that the stated aim of providing a more simple text with Essentials of Genetics is not achieved. The extra detail provided in Concepts of Genetics does not make it harder to follow and, in fact, provides 'added value' to the reader. The only advantage gained with the newer book is the more recent coverage of the subject and, in any case, I would guess that the fifth edition of Concepts of Genetics is not too far away.
Furthermore, Essentials of Genetics costs £23.00 and is supplied only in a horrribly flimsy cover. are clear and concise, sometimes so concise that they appear dogmatic, but this is a minor niggle. Both of the last two chapters have perhaps less justification in a small book on transposable elements. The topology of site-specific recombination is covered by Marshall Stark. This field is the apple of Sherratt's eye and we can forgive him the indulgence of devoting a chapter to what is basically outside the central issue of transposition; namely the recombination of DNA elements with foreign DNA which shares no homology with it.
The final chapter on bacterial retrons by Lim, Lima and Maas seems to me to be out of place. These bizarre genetic elements obviously have a place in the evolutionary story of mobile DNA but at the moment it is still difficult to see what place they should occupy. Retrons use reverse transcriptase to aid their propagation, as do retrotransposons, retroviruses and class II introns. In my own (highly biased, I should add!) view, a chapter which considered all the retroelements collectively and attacked the key question of the role of reverse transcription in the evolution of mobile DNA, would have been a better idea.
In summary, I found the book highly readable. The authors have all worked hard to keep their arguments
